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Pira Sudham
Thank you for inviting me to come and speak about Thailand in transition. Let me
say that the campus of the International Christian University is beautiful and as we
meet here to discuss changes taking place in Asia, I wonder how long the beautiful tall
trees I see before me will last. I was told that this land once belonged to factories that
produced warplanes and that after the war it was transformed into a university to
promote a new age of world peace. In the process this beautiful campus has been built,
and I am impressed that so far you have been able to maintain such large areas of
green. I am struck, however, with the contrast of what lies immediately outside the
university’s gates. Land throughout Tokyo has been encroached upon by buildings
and concrete and asphalt; the trees have nearly disappeared. I wonder how long your
university can resist this change.
How can any one person or any one country resist change? Change, to Buddhists
like myself, is inevitable. The Buddha has said that everything is transient. Nothing is
permanent. The might Pharaohs, the great Ceasars, and all the fearsome empirebuild-
ing warlords have come and gone. Then one day, after so many lives were lost, the
Berlin Wall fell like a ripe fruit. Before that, an Irish poet lamented: change, change
utterly. A terrible beauty is born. Decades later, a Thai schoolteacher, who grasped
the Buddha’s words, realized that change is inevitable. Agents of change could come
in many forms, visible and invisible, silently, gradually or at times with bombs, guns
and grenades. The explosive brutal change.
In some of my writings I have set out to map the socio-economic and political
changes occurring in my country during the past thirty years. I have attempted to
depict the problems of social transition, and construct a chronology of change. But
while I have tried to identify agents of change, at the same time, I have tried desper-
ately to hold on to the life I have known since my childhood. You can imagine my
mixed feelings when words like “strike,” “protest,” and “exploitation,” words once
unheard in my country, but words now being used freely and widely in the mass
media, creep into the minds like dark agents of change. I keep asking myself: how
long will the placid Thai way of life last? Would I, one day, become an instrument of
change? These are the questions that torment me.
As we look back over the history of Asia and Japan, we may ask ourselves: what
has happened to the past? Where are the Shoguns of yesteryear? Where are the samu-
rai? Today they have become legends. I am interested in learning what happened in
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Japan during the reform period after the Meiji Restoration of 1868. In many ways
there are changes similar to what took place in Thailand during the same period under
King Chulalongkorn (Rama V, 1868–1910) of Bangkok. The reformation taking
place during this phase of Thai history coincided with the reign of Emperor Meiji
(1868–1912) and Japan’s period of rapid modernization. Indeed Japan surpassed
Thailand in all areas of reform, to such an extent that Thai officials were sent to Japan
to learn from the Japanese example. Apart from sending Thai students to Japan, the
Minister of Education led a special mission to observe innovations Japan was making
in its education system.
We have here today speakers from the Philippines. It is a fascinating country and it
too has many similarities with Thailand. We share the same latitudes and as peoples
we look alike. I am told that when people meet a Thai and a Filipino, they cannot tell
them apart. And yet our histories make us different. The Spanish influence, the Amer-
ican influence, the Christian influence has transformed the Filipinos into another peo-
ple. Indonesia has been similarly transformed by Hindu, Buddhist, Islam, and Dutch
influences in the course of its history. Malaysia too has been transformed by another
combination of British, Islam and Chinese forces. The birth of Singapore has created
a new people in Southeast Asia. And we can look at Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam
and lament the influence of the French and Americans in bringing about the tragedy of
the Vietnam War. But should we celebrate the role communism has played in Asia’s
transformation. Perhaps not, but we need to recognize it as another ingredient in the
recipe of change. And there is Burma: the despotism of the British raj has been re-
placed by another form of despotism. Thailand has also gone through a series of des-
potic regimes. As in Burma, the junta or despots that ruled the country have tried to
stop change. They have tried to close the doors to keep their people in and other
peoples out. Have they been successful? How long can one group of rulers hold on to
their power before they are replaced?
Throughout the long history of change, we ask ourselves, “What kind of values
should we strive to maintain in spite of all the changes taking place around us?”
“What are our national characteristics that can differentiate us from each other? From
Thais, Japanese, Indonesians, Filipinos, Indians?” The Thais are known as the nicest
people money can buy, according to some people. Thai people are known as “free”
people, as people who have great love for freedom. But to others, Thailand and Thai
people are synonymous with corruption. I sometimes feel ashamed when filling in
immigration forms as I travel. When asked my nationality, I dutifully write in “Thai,”
but I wonder if that links me with drug traffickers, if not with human traffickers.
Women in Thailand have suffered much over the course of history. Recently some
have initiated a process that aims to liberate Thai women. Thai women are much
stronger now; some women claim (and rightfully so) that they should have equal
rights with men. Previously women had it drummed into them that they were inferior
to men; they were like the hind-legs of an elephant. By no means should they walk up
front. Men are the masters; women were expected to follow them and to be obedient,
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subservient, and stay at home. But this is changing. There is pressure to recognize the
equal rights of women. Women are an important part of the Thai work force. Our
education system is not perfect, but some women now have opportunities undreamed
of before. They get good jobs, and some have been educated overseas. Returning
home, they raise their children differently. Gender roles in Thailand are in flux. It is
now not strange to have a women as the chief executive officer of a major company,
and soon we may even see the day when a woman will be elected prime minister.
Now, towards the end of the 20th century, peoples throughout the world look alike.
Here in this room, for example, we have peoples of various different nationalities, and
yet we all look more or less alike. We dress alike. We use English as our common
language. We eat pretty much the same sorts of food, especially thanks to Mac-
Donalds and Pizza Hut. And we all drink Coke. In Thailand the cheese used on pizzas
or the potatoes for Macfries have gradually changed people’s eating habits. Until
recently — shall I call it the BM (Before MacDonalds) period — farmers did not
grow potatoes for local consumption. Potatoes were imported for foreign residents;
but now, because of the demand created by MacDonalds and similar fast food restau-
rants, farmers are growing potatoes and as more potatoes are grown, the more they
enter the diet of people on a daily basis. Some people who have never tasted a ham-
burger are now adding potatoes to their Thai curry dishes. Cheese is another example.
Thai people do not drink milk, nor do they eat cheese. But with increasing demand for
pizza, it is now possible to buy locally produced cheeses. Thailand now has a thriving
dairy industry. Mothers make their children drink milk. And as you can imagine, Thai
people have grown taller and bigger. As a people, we can hardly recognize ourselves.
The age of electricity has come to Thailand, reaching into the towns and small
villages even in the rural areas. What does this mean? It means television. It means
rice cookers. It means refrigerators. And television means that people will be exposed
to advertisements as well as being entertained. These advertisements make people
want goods and services that they never thought they needed before. Looking at dra-
mas or television programs also makes people in the villages want to change their
lives. They see how other people live and they want to “catch up.” They want to
achieve a certain standard or style. Rice cookers from Japan, for example, can be
found throughout Thailand. In the villages, to have a rice cooker is a status symbol, as
important as having a refrigerator. But rice cookers are secret agents of change. A
Japanese rice cooker is best to cook ordinary white rice, the sort of rice that is used
widely is central Thailand. But in the northeast, where I come from, people normally
eat sticky rice, and as you know, sticky rice is steamed. So now many people who
want to have a rice cooker (and everyone wants one) will have to change their diet;
they will have to give up their sticky rice. This also means that farmers have to change
the sorts of crops they grow. Now farmers in the northwest are growing less sticky
rice and more rice for the Japanese rice cooker. I wonder if soon our rice fields will
start looking like the rice fields in Japan?
The refrigerator is agent of change. Simply put, people can store food for longer
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periods of time. While this may seem a good thing, it is the cause of major changes in
people’s daily lives. Traditionally, to forage for food was a daily activity for most
people. Men and women went out into the fields or into the woods to look for food.
They harvested what they grew and gathered wild plants, berries, roots, and mush-
rooms. In the ponds and rivers they caught fish, shrimp, crabs, and frogs. This was
part of their daily routine. The refrigerator has changed all this. People do not have to
get their food on a daily basis. It also means that food can be obtained fresh at daily
markets. If you live in a Thai village and have a refrigerator, it usually means that
someone in the family has worked overseas. Thai workers go to Japan or Taiwan, and
when they return home with some cash, the first thing they buy is a refrigerator and
then a rice cooker, a television, and an electric fan. The wife of the family, feeling
“rich,” goes to a market to buy food for the family. What a change. Five years ago in
my village there was no market. We grew our own vegetables and killed our own
chickens and pigs. But now there is a daily market where housewives and other peo-
ple can come and buy food and take it home and keep it fresh in their refrigerators. Of
course I am no different; my family was one of the first to take advantage of refriger-
ator life.
Thailand began this process of change in the late nineteenth century under the lead-
ership of King Rama V. The story of King Rama V is well known, especially in the
Broadway version of The King and I. The king went to Europe twice to broaden his
outlook and to enable him to find out the good and bad features of colonial rule. In
Europe he saw much that impressed him and he brought back ideas and institutions
with the intention to transform or modernize Thailand, especially in the area of educa-
tion. And, of course, he did employ the services of a governess from England, Ana
Leonowens. He had 76 children by 36 wives (32 sons and 44 daughters). The princes
were later sent to Europe for education in order to prepare them for service to the
State. This period was similar to Japan’s drive to Westernize its society by bringing in
Western clothing, customs, architecture, education, industry, and of course Western
military training and weaponry. King Rama V was responsible for opening up Thai-
land to the outside world. He realized that European imperialist powers, England and
France especially, posed a threat to the political and economic integrity of Thailand.
His attempt, similar to that of Emperor Meiji and his advisors, was to find some way
to prevent Thailand from being colonized. As you know, his Westernizing efforts
were successful. The Westernization of Thailand included the engagement of Europe-
an advisors and teachers. The English produced beneficial results in education, police,
surveying and railways while the Danes were employed in the navy, the French in law
and public works, the Italians in architecture and construction, and the Germans in
railway construction. The first railway line was built in 1892 to link Korat in the
northeastern region with Bangkok, while the postal and telegraphy services were es-
tablished. In 1888, the tram appeared in Bangkok streets, to be followed by the first
motor car in 1902. On his return from the first tour of Europe, King Chulalongkorn
had an avenue of five kilometers built from the Grand Palace to his new Dusit Palace,
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after the pattern of the Champs Elysees in Paris, the Mall in London, and the Unter
den Linden in Berlin. He gave it the name of Rajdamnern Avenue (Royal Progress
Avenue). For the first time, in 1913, surnames were given to the people. Prior to that,
the only means to identify a person was to refer to him as a son of Mr. so and so or as
belonging to this or that place or village. Under the reforming king’s influence, men
and women adopted Western hair styles and clothing. He also introduced football and
Western dancing to the country.
The winds of change began to increase in velocity when the king sent, not only his
sons, but also sons of noblemen, as well as commoner’s sons to study in Europe. Most
of them went to Great Britain where they entered professional schools and universi-
ties such as Oxford, Cambridge, London, Edinburgh and Manchester.
In 1911, King Rama VI was shaken by the discovery of a plot, hatched by a party of
army and navy officers, civil servants and civilians to overthrow the government. But
the revolution did not succeed. On June 24, 1932 another revolution broke out. As a
result the fledgling democracy was born in place of absolute monarchy. King Rama
VII stepped down and left the kingdom for England where he died in exile. Out of the
fifteen party leaders of revolutionists, thirteen were educated the United Kingdom,
France and Germany where they were taught that people have rights to govern them-
selves; they were exposed to the concepts of liberty, equality, and fraternity. Since
then democratically elected governments have come and gone, almost at the whim of
despotic leaders who ruled the country with iron fists. Against the despots, tens of
thousands of Thai people rose in opposition, resulting in the massacres which oc-
curred on October 14, 1973, October 6, 1976, and May 18, 1992. However, as I ob-
served when I wrote Monsoon Country, overthrowing a despotic regime does not
ensure democracy. When a despot is toppled, another may follow after a short period
of ‘democracy.’
I received parts of my education in New Zealand, Australia, and England. I also
caught the germs or virus to which the Western educated leaders had been exposed.
But I have my worries about the future of Thailand. What happened in France on July
14 over two hundred years ago may not happen in Thailand, for most Thais, particu-
larly those who firmly believe in ‘karma’ (actions, deeds, retribution) tend to blame
themselves for their misfortune, poverty, or injustices done to them. Such is their own
fate, so that in this life they suffer accordingly. It is ‘mea culpa, mea maxima culpa’
rather than looking elsewhere to blame. The belief in ‘karma’ seems like a cushion,
protecting the believer from the hard-hitting vicissitudes of life. So if the cushion is
taken away from poor down-trodden Thais, particularly impoverished peasants and
the struggling unemployed in the slums of Bangkok, what kind of change would Thai-
land experience? If the old education system that enforces rote learning, obedience,
subservience, and mindlessness is replaced by a way of teaching which helps to de-
velop individual with critical thinking abilities, so that the learners may have minds of
their own, become thinking individuals, would the transition take a different course?
Whether Thailand? You have asked an impossible question. Looking back at the
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history of change in Thailand, it is easier to map and gaze at the landmarks of ‘phys-
ical’ change, while it is unlikely that one can local any clear record of the change in
the minds of the people, their mentality and attitudes. Westernization, of course, has
presented superabundant demands, sometimes changing Thai society for the better,
sometimes for the worse. Perhaps thanks to the Westernizing reforms of Thai leaders
around the last century, Thailand was one of the few countries in Southeast Asia
which escaped the colonial grasp of the Western countries in the last nineteenth cen-
tury. Paradoxically, this is one of the reasons why Thai people, even today, now at the
turn of a new century, remain open to influences from the West. Western or foreign
ideas, technology, and institutions are taken into Thai society without prejudice.
Now, you might ask, is this a good thing or not? Certainly this is a question which
confronts all intellectuals in Thailand. As a writer, I keep asking myself: “Are we
going to change everything? What about questions of value? What shall we choose to
keep and what shall we choose to change?”
Here in Japan I can see that similar choices have been made. Much has changed,
but I am happy to see that people still wear kimono on special occasions, that many
customs and values coming out of Japan’s traditional past remain intact. In Thailand
what I would like to see unchanged is the love and respect young people show to their
elders. Perhaps you might think me old-fashioned and conservative to place such
value on filial piety. But what a pity that old people are not looked after in so many
counties throughout the world. Japan, again, is an exception; despite the hurly burly
of daily life in this affluent society, it is easy to see that respect for the aged remains
important for society. In Thailand too, I am glad to say that this value remains intact.
And I don’t want to see it changed. Instead, my campaign is against the acceptance of
corruption as a way of life. We should be able to look at each other honesty; we
should be a people that know the different between right and wrong; we should be a
people of conscience. Of course, the word “conscience” is new to Thai society. In a
sense it is a foreign import, perhaps deriving from Christianity. We have no word for
conscience in Thai, but I want to see that word created, or at least that pattern of
thought and behavior. I want to implant the idea of “conscience” in the Thai mind as
I think it is important as a safeguard against accepting corruption as a way of life.
How else can we be respected by other peoples, not only in business, but also in our
daily lives? Change is thus inevitable, but we do have the power to influence what
sorts of changes take place.
